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Rhythm and Order
in the Classroom
by
Jane C. De Graff

As a pre-school and kindergarten teacher, I often
find mys e lf struggling with questions which arise from
my teaching experiences and which directly relate to
teaching and how childrt:!n learn. In the process of
attempting to answer these questions, I have become
aware of a phenomenon that occurs in the classroom which
has altered my perspective on my role as a teacher and
confirmed some of my intuitive beliefs about how
children learn. This phenomenon revolves around rhythm
and the role rhythm plays in the learning process.

"It was through
looking at
children's tendency
to spontaneously
order things in
their environment
that I first became
aware of. .. rhythm
within the
classroom . "

It was through looking at children's tendency to
spontaneously order things in their environment that I
first became aware of the phenomenon of rhythm within
the classroom . I have always been fascinated with young
children's inclination to continually arrange and
rearrange manipulative materials such as parquetry
blocks, cube blocks, building blocks and cuisenaire
rods. It piqued my curiosity, because it is an activity
of which children never seem to tire. It seems to serve
a very specific and important purpose for them and is
not mere "messing around," or "just playing . " Because
these activities seem to occur wiLh such frequency, I
recognized that more attention should be brought to bear
on them since they may well play an integral role in the
learning process .
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Implications for Le arning--Progress of One Child
In order to better illustrate some of the
implications for learning which this natural ordering
and/or patterning holds, J believe it would help to
discuss the progress of one child over the course of the
year. The child I have chosen is four year old Carl.
Carl eventually evolved very un i que problem solving
skills and demonstrated an exquisite aesthetic sense
tlirough his use of blocks. Yet, as my early journal
entries reflect, one could not have anticipated Carl's
development of skills in this area.
10/30

I felt frustrated today by Carl's attempts to
Luild . He persi8ted at tryin g to put two boards
up vertically without support. I was at a loss
as to how to or what to suggest. Kathy was
buildinc along side Carl and seemed to be
becoming impatient with him herself.

11/14

Carl is still trying to build a bridge witb a
vertical board (e.g., I
).
At least today he hit u pon a way to support the
vertical board: LJ
but he doesn't seem to
have a good
concept of the
principles of building.

b

Shortly after the last attempt at building a
bridce, Carl had a breakthrough in understanding the
basics of building.
11/20

Carl built a fantastic building with a number of
things to expound on ( or wortliy of study). ( See
Figure 1)
His building involved nume rous mathematical
relationships: sequence by size and color,
balance, form, and equivalence of number.

The day Carl built the wheel-like structure (See
Figure 2), he was again employing an unusual approach to
accomplish his ends, but this time he knew what he was
about. He announced to me he wanted to make a "toilet."
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Figure 1
Carl's first break through to understanding
principles of building.
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Figure 2
Carl's wheel-like blockbuilding

22.

I asked what shape it was going to be? "Round," he replied. Feeling very
skeptical, I asked: "How are you going to do that with straight boards?" His
solution was to place the boards like spokes of a wheel to form the illusion of a
circle.
Carl's buildings always had some very unusual feature about them, either in his
sense of form, shape or balance and often involving striking mathematical
relationships. One such building included so many obvious number relationships that
I recorded them in my journal along with the illustration.
(See Figure 3)
1/18

Carl built a structure with unit blocks which involved numerous mathematical
implications. Within the structure he explored ratio, (8 widths to one long
length), and fractional relationships (eighths, fourths, and halves).
Equivalent numbers are evident in the building (two thicknesses are equal to
one unit block width, see side view of Figure 3). The consistent grouping of
blocks by fours illustrates patterning as well. Since the bulk of the
structure rests solely on two mid-length vertical unit blocks on each side,
it also demonstrates a remarkable sense of weight and balance.

In retrospect, it is clear that given time, a variety of materials to work
with, and continued encouragement; it was possible for Carl's own unique sense of
order to emerge and to become increasingly more well developed. Consequently, it
also became clear that it was very necessary that Carl be allowed the time,
materials and encouragement in order for his full potential for learning to
flourish. It was his own individual inner rhythm which provided him with the
impetus to persist in the face of frequent failure .
The environment which allowecl him to work at his own pace and make his own
choices made it possible for that inner rhythm to work to his advantage. It also
enabled me, as his teacher, to have the opportunity to see Carl's unique strengths
(i.e., aesthetic sense and math concepts) and his approach to problem solving.
Review of Teacher Journals
To see if my impressions of the prevalence of children's ordering of materials
within the classroom could be sustained, I referred back to my teacher journals
which I had kept for the previous eight years. The first thing which caught my
attention, because it occurs repeatedly when children are involved in self-selected
activiLies , consisted of simple sorting activities, such as: ordering pegs by
color, ordering small animals by size, and ordering triangles, squares and diamonds
into piles.
After further examination, it became more obvious that the repetition of an
activity often involves working on a skill not yet mastered by the child. (Example:
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Carl's tower structure
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Carl persisted with block building until he achieved mastery.) I noticed a similar
persistence in other children, such as a child trying to write letters on his own
while sometimes referring to the letter chart on the wall, or a child requesting me
to help him make a "telephone book'' and then going over to the telephone and
actually practicing dialing the number.
I also observed patterns created by one child and then imitated by another
child with a different medium as in the following examples of Carl and Sandy.
Carl built the wheel-like design, discussed previously, with the long unit
blocks, square unit blocks and Lincoln log boards. After admiring Carl's building,
Sandy repeated a pattern similar to that of Carl's block design in her painting.
(See Figures 2 and 4)

.,

Hence, one child's creation can inspire another child to repeat it or take it
one step further either in a different medium or a slightly altered form.
I began to realize that this tendency to arrange and rearrange and to create
patterns applied to the children 's use of all the materials in the classroom and was
not simply limited to manipulative materials. Often a child's painting demonstrates
a clear sense of pattern or relationships such as a painting of lines seriated from
big to small. (
I I I n ) . Or a child's gluing construction might involve
very intricate symraetry. Various forms of ordering materials also takes place in
the house corner such as "setting the table."

n

The motivation for this continual repetition, patterning, and ordering seems to
come from deep within the child as with Carl. Since repetition, ordering, and
patterns are all related to rhythm, it is very likely that the root of the
motivation for the child's involvement in these activities stems from a larger
rhythm--that of the child 's own natural inner rhythm. It is possible that the
child 's spontaneous ordering is a reflection of his or her inner rhythm.
As my awareness grew of the phenomenon of inner rhythm, conversations with
others and literature that I read seemed to suggest that rhythm is implicit to the
person. In a conversation about rhythm, Pat Carini, Director of the Prospect
Archives and Center for Education and Research (Bennington, Vermont) noted that:
Natural rhythm is indeed the key to learning because it is rhythm that weaves
together other experiences. Something that weaves everything together is
something that is recurrent. Anything that is recurrent has within it the
quality of anticipation and participation--therefore is a powerful influence on
memory . . . If you have the rhythm of a thought you have the means to keep it.
In his article, "The Clock Within,"* Philip Hilts refers to the body's internal
cycles and likens man 's natural rhythm to that of an inner clock:
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Figure 4
Sandy's painting

While clocks are definitely internal, they may follow external rhythms, be
reset by external rhythms or be disrupted by them.*
Martha Rodgers also points to this connection of man to a larger rhythm in her
book, An Introduction to the Theoretical Basis of Nursing (1970).
Man experiences his environment as a resonating wave of complex symmetry
uniting him with the real world. The process may be likened to
cadences--sometimes harmonic, sometimes cacophonous, sometimes dissonant;
rising and falling; now fast now slow--ever changing in a universal
orchestration of dynamic wave patterns (1970, p. 101).
Within this larger notion of natural rhythm, I have discovered many other forms
of ordering which children do in the classroom when the setting or environment
allows and encourages it. Detailed review of my journals and other records revealed
the following forms of ordering which I see continually in the classroom.
--Mathematical ordering:
creation of patterns.
--Procedural ordering:
done).

ordering materials according to relationships;
a sense of proper process (or how things should be

--Order within the group: a kind of nonverbal rhythmic movement and
understanding between two individuals or the group as a whole.
--Musical order:

rhythmic chanting; rhythm patterns.

--Ordering of the environment: a child's organization of himself, the group or
the environment--often enacted in dramatic play; a child's creation of his
own structure and limits.
--Repetition:

practicing of a skill until mastered.

The following classroom observations of four and five year olds help illustrate
the different kinds of ordering which I have identified.
Mathematical Ordering
Mathematical ordering was the form of order in which I was initially most
interested because it is so immediately evident in the classroom. In addition to
the general sorting and categorizing activities previously described, children are
often observed grouping materials by number.
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Kathy spent a great deal of tin,e fitting nine unit blocks into one large hollow
block. She discovered three groups of three. To check another set of nine
blocks, she arranged them into three groups of three also (outside the hollow
block).
As in Carl's blockbuildings, often a child will construct a block building which
represents his early experience with a variety of concepts a nd relationships such as
equivalence, sequential patterns and 1-1 correspondence. (See Fi gures 1, 2, and 3)
Children's block buildings also frequently reflect exploration of other mathematical
concepts of symmetry, balance and form.
Procedural Ordering
Children's procedural ordering involves an awareness that "there is a proper
way to do things" as Kathy demonstrates:
11/24

During dramatic play in the "Barber Shop" Kathy noticed that the colored tops
on the ''Barber Shop" bottles were incorrectly matched with the colored
bottles and was very assertive about showing others how they should go.

Even when the idea of procedure is not verbalized there is often an apparent logical
order or sequence in the way in which the young child arranges materials.
1/7

Beth and Sara divide up cubes. Beth has blue, orange and red. Sara has
purple, green and yellow. With no discussion between them they then line up
the cubes. Each child makes a line of only one color and with the same
number of cubes in the line. Each child lines up the rest of the cubes in
the same manner, ending with three rows of colors, each with the same number
of cubes in each row.

Order With the Group
A very different kind of order became apparent when I examined my records in
terms of children's relationship to each other and to the group as a whole. It is a
form of order within the dynamics of the group which is also often non-verbal in
nature and has a rhythn to it. This was pointed out to me recently by a colleague
when she observed that the children in my class had a tendency to move to the
meeting area shortly before I announced meeting time, and later, before I announced
it was time to clean up, several children were observed already starting to clean
up. A similar form of group movement (a kind of non-verbal rhythr.lic movement, or
give and take of the group as a whole) comes from my records:

28

11/3

At snack time several children got up to look at their "signs"* [shapes used
to represent a child's name] on the leader chart. My instinct was to tell
them to sit down, but Ann (the head teacher) let them do it. Soon. they were
all up. Still Ann said nothing . They were comparing each other's "signs"
and delighting in finding their own. Just as soon, they were all sitting
back down at the table.

My initial feeling during this incident was that the children were out of order,
doing something they should not be doing at that particular time. I wanted to do
something about it. I had no sense of the value of what they were doing (comparing
their signs), or that they might settle themselves back down. However, I learned
from this experience that it was a group movement that could not easily be stopped
once it had started, and that they would settle back down by themselves without
interference from a teacher.
Musical Order
Many examples in the classroom of rhythm and ordering (which also include
procedural and mathematical aspects) revolve around children's explicit involvement
in a musical activity.
12/17

At gym time children listened to a record Diana had brought. They
spontaneously sat around clapping to music first, laid on tummies and tapped
foot next, and got up and did "Ring Around the Rosie," then it turned into a
game of Simon Says.

11/16

Allison, Janice, Alan in music corner marching and counting, "27, 28, 29,
20 -1 0, 20-11, 20-12," etc.

2/4

Linda and Allison spent a long time with instruments .
had created a pattern and called me over to listen.

They were aware they

The creation of patterns is notable within these activities, either musical patterns
or other kinds of patterns.
Visual patterns were also created through a
spontaneous dancing activity one day in my classroom when six children asked me if
they could listen and dance to a record. They began by dancing individually, then
by pairs, then groups of three. Finally, they joined hands and formed a circle .
One child noted that the way they were holding hands looked like a star. As I
watched, they proceeded to experiment with different ways they could form a star
with their hands. Some of the patterns they created with their bodies and their
arms and hands were:
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Illustration:

0

(Figure 5)
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Their involvement in this activity lasted for at least one-half hour. They also
named other shapes they made as they went along, including hexagon, rectangle and
circle.
Other forms of order that are specifically rhythmical in nature which are seen
within other activities include chanting, humming, and singing.
12/17

Jonathan, Malcolm and Donna humming and singing as they put away blocks.

12/19

Linda and Sara each follow along a calendar--calling off numbers out loud.

2/21

Daniel, Malcolm, Patrick, Jonathan (at water table), chanting together:
"I'm washing my dishes."
"I'm washing mv dishes." ...

Ordering of the Environment
The child's attempts to organize himself, the group or the environment is also
a form of ordering seen within the classroom. Sometimes this is exemplified through
a play acting of the school routines.
5/20

Children began their own spontaneous group time.
-sat on the blue rug.
-Allison was the "teacher"--she called on children one at a time when they
raised their hands.

Frequently, for young children this organizing occurs in the context of other forms
of dramatic play. In many of these instances the child often creates his or her own
structure and limits. by articulating just what the rules are.
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2/25

RarbarH joins Steven and Jack in the blocks. Jack and Steven have built a
"fireboat." They have made "oxygen tanks" out of cardboard cylinders.
Jack to Barbara: "What about your tank?"
BarbarH: "I don't want it."
Jack: "Then you can't go into the fire ."

2/26

(Linda is eating a "sandwich.")
Daniel: "When you finish, put it in the garbage ."
the castle.)

1/24

(He indicates a shelf in

Block area--Donna is in the "HospitHl" section. Every once in a while she
stands up and points to the sign she made yesterday and says: "Quiet Hospital."
(Jonathan and Malcolm are "robbers.")
Linda says: "Robbers don't belong in the hospital."
Terry is trying to put up a sign that says, "No robbers allowed."

Assigning roles and acting them out is another form of order and organizing which
takes place within dramatic play .
2/20

Patrick, Tony, Daniel, Linda and Ralph have built a castle with large hollow
blocks.
Patrick: "I am the. King."
Daniel: "I am the King boy."
Tony: "I am the Kni 5 ht."
Patrick: "Trudy is the Queen."
Everyone goes into the castle. Tony has become a "robot."
Linda says: "I'll call the cops because the King and Queen don't like to be
bothered by a robot."

An integral part of the chilo's dramatic play is of course the organizing and
arranging of the setting in which the drama will take place.
10/15

Tony is preparing to "marry" Linda. Allison is taking care of the baby.
Three chairs are lined up to be the "pews" in the church . Ironing board is
the "altar."
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Repetition
The practicing of a skill is constant and often occurs within the conte x t of
another activity such as block-building, when a child goes back and counts the
blocks in his building.

10/20

Jim just finished building a boat with Steven.
remarks, "There are forty - three blocks."

He counts the blocks and

Accompanying this continual practicing of a skill until it is mastered is a
remarkable amount of perseverance on the part of the child .

9/20

Jack is trying to draw his own name sign (which is two triangles placed end
t o end like so: [::::::::-<::J ). His first attempt consisted of two different sized
triangles with the sides, not the ends, touching
( t::>---::::J ) . However,
he continued to persist, and after a few days, he proudly announced to me,
"Mrs. D., I know how to do it now! All I have to do is to make an X and put
a line on each end . "

Naturally, a wide range of the kinds of ordering which I have discussed often occur
within a single activity, as the following example illustrates :

1/14

Allison, Donna, Linda and Monique are all playing instruments together.
Allison and Donna appear to be taking turns directing "Stop-Start . " Then
they trade instruments. Monique (who speaks only French) appears to be
stopping and starting on command .
Allison: "Now I want everyone to stand up and march around . " (They all do.)
Linda takes over as leader: "Everybody stand up in a line,"
"Everybody sit down."
(They all do . )

(They do . )

Allison: "Now I want you guys to march around holding hands and playing your
instruwents. Now line up." (They do . )
Linda:

"We can't hold hands and play our instrument&."

Allison: "Okay, then I want you to march around and play your instruments.
Now line up .
(They do.)
"Now I want Monique to play hers," etc., (she continues until each child has
played individually.)
"Stamp one foot and play your instruL1ents."
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Implications for Classroom Setting
My discovery that children have an innate sense of order already within them,
which most likely stems from a natural inner rhythm, suggests to me that this is
something very important for me to build on in the classroom. It has increased my
trust and confidence in the child and his abilities. It also has caused me to
consider that when things are going well in my classroom it is not so much my own
control or order of the situation, as that I have learned to allow for the flow, or
the rhythm of the group. This requires knowing individuals well enough to
anticipate some patterns of behavior and providing for them, thereby eliminating
ma11y unnecessary conflict situations between teacher and child. It also means
building on and encouraging what the child brings of himself to the classroom.
Although I speak from the perspective of a teacher of young children, the
dynamics of natural rhythm which I have become sensitive to in my own classroom have
been confirmed when I have observed other classrooms at different levels. The
summary section will pursue a more in-depth look at the teacher ' s role in providing
a setting conducive to helping a child ' s inner rhythm and that of the group emerge
and although the specifics tend to refer to activities of a young child, I believe
that the principles could be applied to a variety of age levels and teaching styles .
Summary
/1.fter having looked at other classrooms as well as my own, I have an even
greater awareness of the importance of rhythm in the classroom and the
inter-relationships between tl1e rhythms of individuals and those of the group or
environment. This awareness provides me with a new perspective on dealing with
difficulties in the classroom. When a problem arises in the classroom, or with a
child, thinking about it in the context of an overall rhythm gives me a framework
for attempting to identify the source of the difficulty.
I view my role differently . Rather than seeing myself as a person who
dispenses knowledge to the learner, I see myself as making learning possible for the
child. My role is to facilitate the child's own impetus toward learning.
Jam particularly struck by the value of the availability of open-ended
materials or open-ended projects. These materials and activities are important
because they tend to support and elicit the child's innate sense of order. Through
involvement with such materials or activities , the child can determine the scope and
sequence of Lue task . It is up to the child to organize the activity . The child
can bring his own structure to an activity an d the teacher ge t s the opportunity to
see the child ' s own method of proced ure.
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Time has become a very precious commodity to me . In order to provide adequate
amounts of time for a child to be able to engage himself in an activity, which will
in turn allow hin1 to be able to demonstrate his innate se n se of order , J find it
1,ecessary to be on guard against unnecessary fragmentation of a child ' s day .
Observing in other classrooms has also increased my insight into the value of
classroom rituals and the role they play in reinforcing the child's natural rhythm
and sense of order. By ritual, I mean a consistent sequence in routine or a pattern
to the day (or class period). Such rituals would include such things as a group
meeting at the beginning, or end of the day, snack time, certain time for reviewing
homework, etc. These classroom rituals tend to build a feeling of community within
the group and foster the underlying rhythm of the group as a whole . Sometimes such
rituals evolve from, or because of, the natural patterns of the group. Therefore, I
find it helpful to continually look at the group and its development, as well as
looking at the development of individ ual children .
Keeping anecdotal records and a teacher journal helps me to increase my
sensitivity to the patterns, or the rhythm, of individuals and of the group. The
anecdotal record is a way of pulling back or disengaging myself temporarily in order
to view the classroom more clearly over time.
However, in the current push for "teaching the basics" at an ever earlier age,
it is easy to lose sight of the value and the relationship which tl1e spontaneous
activities of young children hold for the learning process and the development of
thinking skills . I find it necessary to guard against allowing myself to view what
is happening in the House Corner or the Block Area as " less important" than what I
should be "teaching ," For when I do take the time to observe and to listen to what
is going on, I find I acquire a great deal more insight into both tlte knowledge the
child already has and the existing thinking process of the child. With this
insight , I am better able to plan a program to meet the needs of the child and the
group. I am also better able to extend tl,e thinking process and the learning
experience through r a ising questions and/or pointing out relationships to the child
or the group (as in a block structure) which the child may understand but is not yet
able to verbalize. Implicated in this discussion is the value of a small class size
to enhance the te ache r's ability to observe and to listen .
Finally, when I am actively en gaged in tl1e classroom in which many activities
are going on simultaneously, it helps to visualize myself as orchestrating the
various elements of time, space, materials and people. Thinking of my role in this
way enables me to focus on the meshing of a child's internal rhythm with the
external rhythms of his or her environment. Through my exveriences and observations
in my classroom and in other classrooms, it has become clear to me that the
teacher ' s sensitivity to thes e dynamics of natural rhy tl ~ in the classroom is
critical to facilitating a child's capacity for growth and learning and for
management of the g roup as a whole .
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